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HAMILTON DISSTON’S ST. CLOUD SUGAR
PLANTATION, 1887-1901’
by PAT DODSON*

F

HISTORY remembers Henry Bradley Plant and Henry
Morrison Flagler because of the railroads and hotels that
these two nineteenth century magnates built and because of the
major impact that they had on state politics and on Florida’s
economic growth. But Hamilton Disston of Philadelphia preceded them, and in fact, helped make their ventures possible.
Disston’s own accomplishments may have had a greater influence than either Plant or Flagler in leading Florida into the
twentieth century. A member of the prominent Pennsylvania
saw-manufacturing family, D&ton was first attracted to Florida
in the 1870s by the lunker black bass that once populated
Florida’s lakes and rivers, and these early fishing trips were
destined to help change the course of Florida’s history.
When William D. Bloxham was inaugurated governor in
January 1881, FIorida was still experiencing the impact of the
Civil War and Reconstruction on its economy. The Internal
Improvement Fund, created by legislative action in the 1850s
to supervise the state’s public lands, controlled some 20,000,OOO
acres. The Fund, however, was in receivership because of its inability to pay off approximately $l,OOO,OOO in claims. In 1877
the claims had amounted to some $960,000, but with accrued
interest this amount bad increased to $l,OOO,OOO by 1881. Governor Bloxham was looking for someone who could rescue the
state from this serious and embarrassing dilemma and get it
back on its financial feet. He found such a savior in Hamilton
Disston.
Within three months after Bloxham’s inauguration, Disston
had signed with the Internal Improvement Fund trustees the
two contracts that were supposed to activate the sub-tropical
Florida wilderness and open it up for settlement and develop-
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ment. On January 31, 1881, the Fund entered into an agreement
with Disston and his associates-William H. Wright, Whitfield
H. Drake, and Albert B. Linderman, all of Philadelphia, William C. Parsons of Arizona, and Ingram Coryell of Florida. A
formal contract was drawn up February 26, 1881, and it was approved by all parties on March 10. It stipulated that Disston and
his associates would drain all overflowed land south of Township 24 (three miles north of Kissimmee) and east of Peace
Creek. For its efforts the group would receive alternate sections of
all reclaimed land. As it turned out, the Fund’s precarious situation prevented the trustees from honoring this agreement. To
forestah a court-ordered sale of Internal Improvement Fund
lands, as demanded by the Fund’s creditors, Governor Bloxham
persuaded Disston to purchase 4,000,OOO acres of Florida land
for $1,000,000. On June 14, 1881, Disston signed this second
contract and agreed to a down payment of $200,000.1
By January 1882, Disston’s first dredge had begun its operations in Lake Flirt on the Caloosahatchee River to open Lake
Okeechobee to the Gulf of Mexico.* In a few years sugar cane
would grow in this area, but in 1882 the pattern of draining
swamp lands and cultivating sugar cane was more to the north.
On Lake Tohopekaliga, where Disston’s Florida command post
was then developing into the early settlement of Kissimmee, another drainage operation was beginning. In July 1882, the Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal and Okeechobee Land Company’s
second dredge steamed south to Gum Swamp, where Tohopekaliga overflowed into Lake Cypress, some four miles south and
three feet lower in elevation.3 Slushing muck and sand on a
thirty-six by six-foot beeline, the bucket-type dredge reached
Lake Cypress in February 1883. Within a year, near a settlement called Southport, about twenty acres of sugar cane were
1. T. Frederick Davis, “The Disston Land Purchase,” Florida Historical
Qumterly, XVII (January 1939), 2 0 4 - 0 7 ; Minutes of the B o a r d of
Trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund of the State of Florida,
6 ~01s. (Tallahassee, 1902-1906), II, 437, III, 501; R. E. Rose, The
Swamp and Overflow Lands of Florida (Tallahassee, 1916), 3-4. Disston’s associates had incorporated as the Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal
and Okeechobee Land Company on July 20, 1881.
2. The Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal and Okeechobee Land Company
(Philadelphia, 1885), 13. Hereinafter referred to as Atlantic and Gulf
Coast Canal.
3. Ibid., 32; Will Wallace Harney, “The Drainage of the Everglades,”
Harpem New Monthly ikfugazine, LXVIII (March 1884), 598-605.
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planted in muck “previously under two or three feet of water.”
In spite of “a very dry spring and a very wet fall,” the cane.was
full-grown eleven months later, and according to report, the
yield was “enormous, the stand perfect, and the average lengthFULLY MATURED-twelve feet, many stalks measuring fifteen
feet . . . .” The muck had required no fertilizer, and the cost “to
clear the land, fence and ditch it, buildings, seed cane, planting
and cultivation” was estimated at less than $100 an acre.4
Clay Johnson, a Disston employee from Louisiana and later
a Kissimmee steamboat captain, and John W. Bryan, the representative in the Florida legislature from Polk. County, documented the results. of the cane experiments for Disston. They
reported an average yield of 16,000 stalks per acre. This meant
that an acre could produce 700 gallons of syrup that was saleable
in Kissimmee for forty cents a gallon. Yet with the very small
and crude two-roller Parry mill “at least 15 per cent” of the
juice remained in the bagasse.” Samples of this cane took- first
prize in yield and quality at the Cotton Centennial Exposition
in New Orleans in 1884-1885 in competition with sugar cane
from Louisiana, Cuba, and Mexico.6
Though the Southport farm grew at least one more crop,
probably from the ratoons, its significance lies as predecessor and
impetus to the much greater sugar effort in which Hamilton
Disston himself was to take the leading role. As soon as his No.
2 dredge had finished the first Southport cut, it was swung toward Lake Tohopekaliga’s eastern cove where the sawgrass and
maiden-cane of Cross Prairie-four miles long and averaging a
mile and a half wide-connected the lake with her sister to the
northeast. In June 1884, the dredge crossed the water trail traversed for years by a flat-bottomed “lighter” ferry, and the
4. Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal, 32.
5. Ibid., 33. In appreciation for the success of the Southport farm, Disston
offered lands on both sides of the canal to Clay Johnson, operator of
the dredge. Johnson declined because of his river-boating activities, a refusal which his family eventually regretted when valuable citrus groves
were cultivated in the area. Interview with Mrs. George Steffee,
Johnson’s daughter, August 13, 1954.
6. According to “Osceola County Commission Report” (Tampa, 1914).
Johnson “opened a ten-acre cane farm . . . and grew as fine sugar
cane as was ever produced in Cuba or Louisiana, in fact the cane
was exhibited at an exposition and took the medals for the quality of
the syrup as well as the percentage of sugar.”
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following September the canal was completed. In what is normally the rainy season, the thirty-six foot by six-foot cut lowered
the lake three feet in thirty days, and eventually perhaps as much
as eight feet. It changed Little Lake Tohopekaliga (today called
East Lake Tohopekaliga) from a “cypress lake” into a smaller
body of water, white-rimmed with a wide, sandy beach.7
Behind the cypress stand and along the canal, thousands of
acres of land submerged four to ten feet deep in muck lay ready
for further reclamation. Within a few months company superintendent Rufus E. Rose, Clay Johnson’s brother-in-law, had purchased 420 acres, probably from the drainage company which by
1885 had received 1,125,432 acres from the Internal Improvement
Fund. Disston’s agents were advertising these lands in the Kissimmee River area for $1.25 per acre and UP.~ In January 1886,
Rose began ditching the lands which were still saturated because
of a lack of a natural slope. 9 Gabe H. White later remembered
that he and Sam Batton cut the first furrow that spring, he
driving the oxen, and Sam holding the p10w.l~ Besides rice and
corn, twenty acres of sugar cane were planted. All were “unusually productive,” and the next season the cane was increased
to ninety acres. In the summer of 1887, a small “open kettle”
mill was installed.11
In 1887 Disston bought half interest in the St. Cloud Plantation (said to have been named after the village near Paris,
France), and provided the capital needed to increase the acreage
to 1,800 acres and to erect the first sugar factory. Part of the
crop was harvested that winter, producing “some 5,000 pounds of
granulated sugar per acre,” a yield superior to any American
record up to that time. The rest was used as seed: “there being

7. Atlantic and Gulf Coast CanaZ, 19; Elizabeth Cantrell, When Kissimmee
Was Young (Kissimmee, 1948) , 30; R. E. Rose, “The Disston Sugar, Plaq
tion,” Annual Report of the State Chemist of Florida (Tallahassee,
1919), xxx, 41.
8. Kissimmee Leader, March 19, 1886; Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal, 1.
Rose refers to this 420-acre purchase as the “original St. Cloud Plantation” in his “Disston Sugar Plantation,” 41.
9. Ibid., 41; Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal, 25.
10. Interview with Gabe Harrison White, Narcoossee, August 19, 1954.
11. Rose, “The Disston Sugar Plantation,” 43-45; S. L. Lupfer, “The
Sugar Industry in the Everglades of Florida,” unpublished mss. in
Lupfer family papers, Kissimmee, 5.
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4.20 acres of cane on the farm in 1888-89, 100 acres Ratoon and
320 Plant cane.“12
About this time (1890) Disston and Rose had a disagreement
over company policy. Disston, anticipating the passage of a
bounty law on sugar, wanted to expand operations considerably.
Rose opposed enlarging the plantation, arguing that any bounty
law would be of short duration. Rather than go along with
Disston’s wishes, Rose sold his half-interest and resigned as
superintendent. Disston replaced him with a prominent Louisiana sugar man, Colonel L. A. Bringier,la who increased the plantation’s drainage by doubling the number of lateral ditches.
Rose had purchased some eighty acres of land across the canal,
and he became one of several private cane planters operating
between the two lakes. In August 1887, Rose became the
first mayor of Kissimmee and the first chairman of the newly
created Osceda County Board of County Commissioners.14
In the summer of 1888 Disston brought down Philadelphia
contractors to erect, with aid from local contractor Frank Bass,
a mill costing $350,000.I5 Probably shipped to Kissimmee on
Henry P. Plant’s South Florida Railroad, the bricks and heavy
machinery were towed on barges by Captain Clay Johnson’s
first sidewheel steamer across Lake Tohopekaliga and up the St.
Cloud Canal. The Mumie Lo-run, a small oil-burner, lacked the
power to make headway against the current, and consequently
“a yoke of oxen on the canal bank had to help with a towline
on her bow.“lG
The mill had a capacity of nearly 372 tons. of cane a day,
much above the average of 200 tons. The crushing machinery
was actually a combination of two second-hand mills, a threeroller and a two-roller. The plant was equipped with working
clarifiers, double effect (evaporators), vacuum pan, and centri12. Rose, “The Disston Sugar Plantation,” 43.
13. Ibid., 47; Lupfer, “The Sugar Industry in the Everglades of Florida,” 5;
J. Garlyle Sitterson, Sugar Country (Lexington, 1953), 362.
14. Interview with Gabe Harrison White, Narcoossee, August 19, 1954;
Minnie Moore-Wilson, Histo? of Osceola County (Orlando, 1935), 12,
17.
15. Interview with Mrs. Rosa Woodall, Frank Bass’s daughter, Kissimmee,
August 13, 1954. Mrs. Woodall stated that her father built many of
the houses on the St. Cloud Plantation and the commissary which was
still standing in 1954.
16. Kissimmee Gazette, March 5, 1936, quoting from interviews with Captain
George Steffee.
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The Rosa&s, one of Disston’s dredge tenders.

Gabe White and the author at the ruins of Disston sugar mill near
St. Cloud, 1956.
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fugals, which seemed very modern according to local standards.
However, 0. C. Sutton, the chemist who was in charge in 18891890, called the machinery “crude,” the clarifier “inefficient,” and
the settling tanks “not of sufficient capacity.” He also bemoaned
the absence of juice filters for removing impurities.17 Sutton reported that 1,442,909 pounds of sugar had been extracted from
8,578 tons of mixed cane (red, red ribbon, green, green ribbon,
crystalline, etc.). This had been produced from 357 acres during
the year that he was in charge. Not only was this yield very high,
but the sucrose content averaged 13.79, which compared favorably with sugar cane grown in Florida for the next several
decades.ls
The brick mill and warehouse sat several yards south of
East Lake Tohopekaliga on the canal’s east bank. Disston built
a spur connecting the narrow-gauge Kissimmee-to-Narcoossee
railroad to the mill. He utilized it to bring in supplies and to
ship out the plant’s products, including the raw, brown sugar
which went to Savannah for further refining.lg The woodburning St. Cloud and Sugar Belt Railroad, 15.4 miles in total
length, also transported tourists in from Kissimmee. The
Tropical Hotel announced that failure to see the plantation and
the Seminole Indians farther down the Kissimmee River “would
be like going to Rome without seeing St. Peters.” John Jacob
Astor and his bride and Hem-y B. Plant were among the prominent visitors to St. Cloud.2. Disston himself and various members of his family and northern associates usualIy stayed at the
Runnymeade Lodge, a few miles northeast on East Lake. This
pretentious, three-story wooden building, with an “illusory roof
garden,” had been acquired by one of his companies from Beauchamp Watson, an eccentric Englishman who had tried to establish an agricultural school in the area. Often Disston and his
17. 0. C. Sutton, Louisiana Planter and Sugar Manufacturer, IV (1890),
quoted in Rose, “The Disston Sugar Plantation,” 53.
18. Ibid., 54-56.
19. Interview with S. L. Lupfer, Kissimmee, August 20, 1954; Associated
Railway Land Department of Florida, “Osceola County” (Buffalo, 1892).
This brochure states that the right-of-way for the railroad was purchased by Disston and his associates in the fall of 1888, and transferred
to the St. Cloud and Sugar Belt Railroad Co. in 1890. See Deed Book
E, 104, Osceola County Courthouse, Kissimmee.
20. “Tropical Hotel,” brochure (Kissimmee, 1894); Interview with Mrs.
Charles H. Merritt, Pensacola, August 28, 1954; Moore-Wilson, Osceola
County, 16.
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companions also stayed aboard his yacht, the Hamilton Disston.21
Disston had created on his holdings a cross between an old
southern planter’s domain and a nothern factory-flavored with
a frontier rusticity. The mill itself-smoke stacks and water tower
reaching into the Central Florida sky, and its warehouses a few
yards south-had many of the marks of Yankee industry. Yet
there were also many reminders of the rural South. Scores of
tenant houses hugged dirt streets running under the mossdraped cypresses that had marked the lake’s shoreline. A large
bell hung from a crossbar on two trees. The plantation included
a commissary, a boarding house, blacksmith shop, pumphouse,
and the homes of the superintendent and manager.22
While Disston employed only a single black on his dredges
as cook, he worked 300 to 400 on the plantation itself. Several
hundred Italians were also employed, the majority coming from
Tampa by train for seasonal work.2” The farm also employed
tramps and other types of transient workers from time to time.24
There were contradictory reports about living conditions on the
plantation, some suggesting that it was a very healthy life and
others criticizing the insects, heat, and drinking water. Mrs.
Bringier showed particular great concern for her son who was
on the plantation with his father. She described it as a “fearful
den of the lowest order, roughs and outthoats [sic], women
devoid of virtue and refinement.“25
In 1890, efforts to free the United States from sugar imports
led Congress to pass a bounty paying domestic sugar producers
up to two cents a pound. It was this issue which had helped to
21. Interview with Gabe Harrison White, Narcoossee, August 19, 1954;
Alice Chapman to Mrs. Violet Ford, quoted in the St. Cloud News, July
23, 1954; CantrelI, When Kissimmee Was Young, 33-34.
22. See photos made at the plantation in the 1890s by the St. Cloud Colony,
Seminole Land and Investment Co. (Washington, 1969).
23. Interviews with Gabe Harrison White, Narcoossee, August 19, 1954,
Mrs. Rosa Woodall, Kissimmee. August 13, 1954, and S. L. Lupfer,
Kissimmee, August 20, 1954; Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal, 35; Kissimmee Valley, November 11, 25, 1896. The log of the Minnehaha,
November 27, 1891 (Robert Bullock papers, Kissimmee), describes the
Italians at St. CIoud. Some may have been Italian immigrants from
Philadelphia, but others were probably Sardinians and Sicilians who
came to Tampa after the New Orleans riots in 1890.
24. Interview with S. L. Lupfer, Kissimmee, August 20, 1954.
25. Cantrell, When Kissimmee Was Young, 29-30; Mrs. L. A. Bring& to
Browse, May 11, 1889, Bringier Collection, Louisiana State University,
Baton Rouge.
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stir up controversy between Disston and R. E. Rose. The United
States Department of A<griculture also established at Runnymeade, on land provided by Disston, a sugar cane laboratory.
Before experiments were terminated four years later, the station
had worked also with garden vegetables, pineapples, olive and
peach trees, cassava, and tobacco.26
Influenced by the bounty, advice from sugar experts, and
by increasing consumer demand for sugar, Disston took in more
associates, and reorganized his plantation under the name of
the Florida Sugar Manufacturing Company. It was capitalized
at a $l,OOO,OOO, and an additional 36,000 acres were added to the
holdings.27 Samuel L. Lupfer, a former Pennsylvanian who became a superintendent for the company at St. Cloud, later explained the reasons for this expansion: “Disston felt the weight
of his Florida investments had become too much for him to
carry alone,” and so he induced others to join him in the sugar
operations. 28 But things were not to work out as well as Disston
had hoped. Even with production reaching a maximum of 1,000
acres in the next few years, the Florida operations began to
decline. Colonel Bringier left the company, and it is not clear
whether he resigned or was discharged.29 Disston was no longer
able to spend the time in Florida that was needed, and he began
to play an ever-declining direct supervisory role at the plantation. A general directorship was in charge, but control was so
diffused that it created more problems than it solved. It was
claimed that the “local managers were changed almost every
year, the policy of working the crops was dictated from the
Philadelphia office, the name of the company to whom the plantation belonged was changed as often as two or three times a
year and the sugar plantation was used as a speculator’s investment to catch ‘suckers.’ ‘W This last action probably included
land sales to ho,peful sugar pIanters..
Cane borers, some believed introduced with seed cane from
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

“Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1892,” House Executive Documents, 52 Gong., 2nd sess., XX, 150-51.
Rose, “The Dissto,n Sugar Plantation,” 47.
S. I,. Lupfer, “The Florida Everglades,” Engineering News (September
14, 1905), 278.
Interview with Gabe Harrison White, Narcoossee, August 19, 1954;
Lupfer, “The Sugar Industry in the Everglades of Florida,” 5.
Lupfer, “The Florida Everglades,” 279.
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Cuba, had also become a very serious problem to the crops.31
Lupfer wrote: “Not sufficient protection had been made against
excessive rainfall, and a large area of the acreage planted to cane
went under water, this coupled with cold weather, fires, and
some friction in the Philadelphia office, made the outlook for
the sugar industry in that section discouraging.“32
At the Runnymeade station, cane borers and a series of
drainage problems finally brought the experimentation activities to an end. As it was, the research had met with few results
despite the presence of 19. C, Sutton, former chemist at St.
Cloud. Completing sugar studies in Louisiana, Dr. Harvey W.
Wiley, head of the United States Department of Agriculture’s
chemistry division, after examining the Kissimmee-Okeechobee
watershed in 1890-1891, recommended that the cane should be
grown south of the area. He was thinking of the Lake Okeechobee section where he had seen sizable stands of sugar cane being
cultivated near the Caloosahatchee River and where Colonel
James M. Kreamer, Disston’s chief drainage engineer, had
aspirations of much more extensive reclamation projects.33
About 1892 an experimental crop of rice was planted on the
Disston plantation. Small quantities had been grown in the area
as early as the Civil War, and Rufus Rose had successfully harvested seventy-five acres in 1886. At the beginning of the 1890s
several farms east of Kissimmee were increasing their rice acre.age, and it was estimated that 5,000 to 6,000 acres were under
cultivation.34 Theodore Ravenal of Charleston, S. C., supervised
the St. Cloud rice plantings, but for a variety of reasons the
1892 crop was not successful. It was claimed that many of the
,stalks failed to fruit, and that the few that did were decima.ted
by rice birds. The Kelly brothers, operating on land around Fish
Lake (southwest of East Lake Tohopekaliga), were somewhat

31.

Lupfer, “The Sugar Industry in the Everglades of Florida,” 12; interview with Mrs. Clara Meacham, St. Cloud, Au.gust 19, 1954; “Report of
the Secretary of Agriculture, 1891,” House-Executive Docukents, 52
Cong., 1st sess., XX, 238-39.
32. Lupfer, “The Sugar Industry in the Everglades of Florida,” 5.
33. “Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1891,” 163-71.
34. Rose, “The Disston Sugar Plantation,” 43; “Report of the Secretary of
Agriculture, 1891,” 169; H. J. Chaffer, supervisor of the W.P.A. Writers
Project, Orlando, to Mrs. Minnie Moore-Willson, December 27, 1935,
Moore-Willson Collection, University of Miami.
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more successful with their rice crops. This area, which included
Lake Tohopekaliga’s northern shore, was the center of most of
the local rice fields. Two small Disston canals to Fish Lake from
Lake Tohopekaliga were instrumental in controlling flooding
there, and the Kelly brothers supposedly built Kissimmee’s threestory rice mill during this period.35 Besides rice, the Disston
company also promoted experimentation with peaches, grapes,
potatoes, a variety of truck vegetables, and cattle. As early as
1886, Rose had developed a peach orchard, and for several
years it was one of the most profitable areas of the plantation. Disston was consulting at least one peach expert in the
fall of 1894 about the possibility of expanding his plantings, and
forty acres were set out which bore “fair” ~0~s.~~
Disston’s desire for new horizons had never diminished. With
improvements of the Kissimmee system completed, he made a
new contract with the state of Florida in 1888 and started operations in the lake chain east of the Tohopekaliga’s. In 1891 the
drainage company began digging a canal at Rita River on Lake
Okeechobee’s south shore, and plans were made to cultivate
sugar cane there. This cut was abandoned, however, after diggings were made south into the Everglades for about twelve
miles.37
In 1892, the St. Cloud factory produced 1,200,OOO pounds of
sugar on about 1,000 acres.38 Then with production declining
slightly, the Disston company, along with many others in the
country, was drastically hurt by the financial panic of 1893. As
a result of the severe economic crisis, several Disston corporate
changes took place. Among other actions the St. Cloud and
Sugar Belt Railway was merged with Henry B. Plant’s South
Florida Railway. When the last drainage contract with the
state was completed at the end of 1893, with 825,056 acres going
to Disston’s company, he placed a $Z,OOO,OOO mortgage on his
Florida holdings.39 All drainage was halted despite the unfinished
35. Manuscript notes of Mrs. C,lara Meacham, St. Cloud.
36. Rose, “The Disston Sugar Plantation,” 47.
37. Minutes of the Board of Trnstces of the Internal Improvement Fund of
the State of Florida, III, 497-98; S. L. Lupfer, “The Drainage of the
Florida Everglades,” Enginee?-ing News (April 5, 1906), 375.
38. &ouisiana Planter and Sugar Manufacturer, IX (1892), 372.
39. .Ralph V. Hill and James H. Pledger, camps. The Railroads of Florida
(Tallahassee, 1939), A-22; Mortgage Book A, 564, Deed Book C, Osceola
County Courthouse; Minutes of the Board of Trustees of the Internal
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effort to link the Lake Preston-Lake Alligator-Lake Gentry chain
with Lake Cypress.40 Because of strong pressures exerted on
Washington, Congress lifted the sugar bounty in the fall of 1894,
and this action, together with the disastrous freezes of December
1894 and February 1895, wreaked havoc to Florida’s agriculture
and real estate values. With lessening responsibilities from Philadelphia, Disston became more actively involved in Florida in
1895, and for a short while the situation at St. Cloud improved.
Sugar production reached 1,500,OOO pounds.41 Then suddenly,
on the evening of April 30, 1896, Hamilton Disston died in
Philadelphia.
The Disston family had never been very enthusiastic over his
Florida enterprises, despite many trips with him to the- state,
and now the empire began to disintegrate.42 In February 1897,
the local Kissimmee newspaper reported that R. E. Rose, apparently reassociated with the plantation, was negotiating the
sale of the farm properties, which included the mill and around
2,250 acres, to three Cubans who planned “to put everything
in St. Cloud in first class order.” They promised, according to
the newspaper account, to “treble the capacity of the mills at
an estimated outlay of $50,000 . . . . 600 tons of cane will be
handled every day of the grinding season; and they intend to
begin at once preparation to put in 2,000 acres of cane.” Rose,
the newspaper explained, was supposed to be employed by the
Cubans as. manager of the St. Cloud operation.43
As it turned out, the Kissimmee paper did not report all the
facts in the matter. In reality, an English syndicate was holding
an option on the property which was valid until April 1897;
obviously the Cubans would not be permitted to make any

40.
41.

42.
43.

Zmprouement Fund of the State of Florida, IV, 260-61, 269-71. Overall,
the drainage company received a total of 1,721,530.4 acres, Biennial
Report of the Department Agdculture, IYIS-1916. Various reports by the
company and official sources do not, however, agree on this figure.
“Report of the Secretary of .ilgricuIture, I891 ” 164.
Lupfer, “The Florida Everglades,” 279; Lupfer: “The Sugar Industly in
the Everglades of Florida,” 5; Louisiana Planter, and Sugar Manufacturer, XIV (1895), 338. Lupfer was superintendent of production
and John Garrity was in charge of machinery. Interview with Katherine
Farr French, St. Cloud, August 19, 1954.
A. J. and Kathryn Hanna, Luke Okeechobee, Wellspring of the Everglades (New York, 1948), contains an account of Disston’s activities in
Florida.
Kissimmee Valley Gazette, February 3 ,I897.
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transactions until after that time. The weeks passed, and the
English failed to purchase, but by this time the Cubans had lost
interest in the Disston properties and had invested elsewhere in
Florida. Rose, blaming the delay on company mismanagement,
filed suit against the Disston Land Company, claiming $15,000 as
his share of the commission if the sale had gone through and to
compensate him for other “losses.“44 It is unlikely that Rose
collected anything from his legal efforts.45
Notwithstanding the loss occasioned by Disston’s death and
the legal entanglements, a report by the Kissimmee paper in
1896, a few months before Rose’s lawsuit, gave a relatively
optimistic picture:
Under the management of Mr. Ferdinand Green, a most
affable and pleasant gentleman, and his competent assistant,
S. L. Lupfer, the farm is now kept in most excellent condition, and the standing crops is the highest testimonial to
their skill and ability as agriculturists on the most scientific
plan. As far as the eye can reach, with tops 14 to 1.5 feet high
waving in the breezes, standing so thick that one can
scarcely walk through it. [sz’c] About 400 acres in all, is the
crop of sugar cane, giving to the beholders the appearance
of a solid mass of green foliage. A drive through the.farm
shows the cane to be of uniform size and a good acreage
throughout. The crop this year is considered one of the
best that has been produced on the farm.
Besides cane there are about 40 acres in peaches which,
although the trees were set back in the spring of ‘95, bore
a fair crop this year and is expected to yield abundantly
next year.
Casava [sic] and ramie produce well and may be seen
with all the luxuries of a magnificent growth in different
sections of the farm.
The bananas that cluster around some of the cottages
have borne well this year, presenting a most pleasing picture of life in the tropics and one might well imagine
himself while viewing them in Cuba or Sunny Italy.
The men are now engaged in overhauling the machinery,
setting up the railroad track and cars, and putting everything in order for the sugar grinding which will begin
about December.4fi
44.
45.
46.

Ibid., February 17, April 17, July 21, 1897.
Interviews with Mrs. Rosa Wcodall, Kissimmee, August 13, 1954, and
and Mrs. Leon F. Lonnsbladh, Rose’s daughter by his second wife,
Tallahassee, August 26, 1954.
Kissimmee Valley Gazette, September 30, 1896.
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The Disston Land Company had stopped meeting the notes
on the $2,OOO,OOO mortgage after July 1895,49 and in the period
between 1897 and 1901, the plantation, with most of the other
Disston operations in Florida, lay virtually dormant.48 John
Garrity, a Louisiana Irish-Catholic who had been in charge of
the mill’s machinery for several years, now became little more
than a watchman. Tjhe yacht, the Hamilton D&ton, was divested of its machinery and it lay abandoned. C. W. Ward, secretary of the company, remained somewhat active, but most of his
travels related to company matters which seemed to get steadily
worse. By 1900 the mill’s machinery was sold, although it was
not actually removed from the Kissimmee area, to Sabal Bros.
o f Jacksonville.4Q I n January 1901, this firm re-sold the machinery to the Redo Brothers of Mexico for a reputed $75,000.
Garrity resigned from the Disston operations and was hired by
the Mexican company. His job was to supervise the machinery’s
relocation. He crated and marked each piece and shipped it from
Kissimmee to Tampa where it was loaded aboard a Dutch
schooner which set out for the long trip around Cape Horn.50
It was many weeks in reaching its destination, and there had
been reports that the vessel had sunk first off Cuba and later
near Cape Horn. Actually smallpox on board had forced the
captain to land at a small harbor in Chile where the crew was
quarantined, and this delayed the journey.51
The St. Cloud plantation was acquired by the Seminole Land
and Investment Company; and in 1909 an effort was made to
turn it into a veterans colony. The old sugar mill was wrecked,
and part of the material was used to complete the St. Cloud
Hotel. Still later, a few of the bricks were utilized in the con47. Elder Isaac Anstaat, a Shaker, purchased 7,646 acres in Osceola County
on November 2, 1896 from the Disston Land Company for $94,560. This
lay some twelve miles southeast of Kissimmee and included Trout Lake,
Lake Lizzie, Live Oak Lake, Sardine Lake, and the upper portion of
AIIigator Lake. OsceoIa County Courthouse, Deed Record Book “O”,
233-35. See also “The Shaker Colony, Osceola County,” unpublished mss.,
P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida, Gainesville.
48. Kissimmee Valley Gazette, January 18, 1901; manuscript notes of Mrs.
Clara Meacham, St. Cloud.
49. Kissimmee Valley Gazette, January 25, 1901.
50. Ibid., February 1, 1901; undated memorandum of Anne Guessaz, in
manuscript notes of Mrs. Clara Meacham, St. Cloud.
51. Ibid.
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struction of Edward Partin’s home on Lake Tohopekaliga.52
Sugar cane production declined in Osceola County after the
demise of the Disston operations, and only small patches are
now grown. However, south of the area, approximately 100 miles
along the lower shore of Lake Okeechobee, sizable stands of
sugar cane are being cultivated. This is where Dr. Wiley and
Captain Rose, and perhaps Disston and Colonel Kreamer
dreamed the center for cane production in Florida really would
be located. Some 200,000 acres of newly improved cane varieties
were being cultivated in this section of Florida by the late 1960s.
The failure of the St. Cloud plantation may be attributed
to a number of factors. Rose claimed that it was not because
of climate, ,soil, or the quality of cane, but rather that it resulted from “extravagance, buy ignorance of proper methods of
culture, and neglect of drainage, by want of proper business
methods on the part of the company and its managers, and most
important-by speculation, bty turning a legitimate agricultural
and manufacturing enterprise into a joint stock speculation
concern.“53 Lupfer felt that Disston’s death had b,rought about
the downfall of the Florida operations. “Had Mr. Disston lived a
few years longer,” Lupfer wrote, “or had he been allowed to
dictate the policy of the company (between 1890-1894, when the
plantation’s troubles began), the St. Cloud sugar plantation
w o u l d b e m a k i n g s u g a r today.““4 Gabe White insisted
that mismanagement caused the failure, “three or four men
doing what one could.” Others, some not as qualified to speak,
have offered o,ther reasons, but it is difficult to determine their
validity. Obviously, the major calamity at St. Cloud seems to
have been Disston’s failure to supervise actively operations in
the four year period prior to his death. Much money, time, and
energy was invested in the Florida operations, but to no avail.
D&ton’s mark on Florida was diminished as a result of the
failure to develop the agricultural empire that he planned. Except for a few canah littIe remains to note his presence in the
state.
52. Interview with Gabe Harrison White, Narcoossee, August 13, 1954.
53. R. E. Rose to St. Cloud Tribune, November 30, 1911.
54. Lupfer, “The Florida Everglades,” 279.
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